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ISAIAH bill z. 


WHERETORR HAVE WE FASTED, SAY THEY, AND THOU 
SEEST NOT? WHEREFORE HAVE WE AFFLICTED OUR Soul, 


AND THOU TAKEST NO KNOWLEDGE ? 


HE chapter, from which the Text is taken, is with 
great propriety appointed for one of the Leſſons to be 
3 upon this ſolemn occaſion; as it deſcribes in ſtrong 
and lively colours, firſt, what' 1s not, and ſecondly, what is, 
a proper obſervance of a religious Faſt, and then concludes 
with-enumerating; the benefits, which God will beſtow upon 
all thoſe, who perform this duty in an acceptable manner. 


It appears from- the Prophet, that the inhabitants of Ju- 
dea at that time paid great attention to the ceremonies of 
religion; 


1 

religion; and they thought their piety but ill requited, when 
it did not procure them the advantages they expected. 
* They ſeek me daily,” ſays the Lord, “ and delight to 
* know my ways, as a nation that did righteouſneſs, and 
s forſook not the ordinances of their God: they aſk of me 
* the ordinances of juſtice: they take delight in approaching 
* to God.” All the exteriors of religion are here diſplayed 
as practifed by the Jews; yet we find by the ſequel, they 
were not accepted by that God, who trieth the hearts and 
_ reins, and ſpieth out all our ways: for in the next verſe are 
the words of the text: © Wherefore have we faſted, ſay they, 
and thou ſeeſt not? Wherefore have we afflicted our ſou], 
and thou takeſt no knowledge?” Nay, ſo far is God from 
allowing them merit for thoſe performances, that he ſays to 
the Prophet in delivering him his commiſſion, © Cry aloud, 
* ſpare not, lift up thy voice like a trumpet, and ſhew my 
* people their tranſgreſſion, and the houſe of Jacob their 
fins.” But the reaſon of this is immediately diſcovered. 
Ther religion was confined to external obſervances: it had 
no effect in reſtraining their paſſions, and improving their 

_ diſpoſitions. The ſame indulgence in pleaſure was conti- 
nued; the ſame practice of violence, oppreſſion, and inhu- 
manity was to be found amongſt them, as before. The 
performance of the moſt holy ceremonies of religion, their 
ſeeking the Lord daily, and dehghting to know his ways, 
their aſking of him the ordinances of juſtice, and taking de- 
light/ in. approaching to God, appear to have had no effect 
in. cleanſing their minds from the corruption of fin. For 
ſays God, © Behold, in the day of your faſt you find plea- 
By r 1 ang exadt ad * labours, Behold, ye- faſt 3 
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ce {ſtrife and debate, and to ſmite with the fiſt of wicked * 


— s it ſuch a faſt, that I have choſen? A day for a man 
to afflict his ſoul?” or, as it is more properly tranſlated, 
That a man ſhould afflict his ſoul for a day? (Margin of the 
Bible. Le Clerc. Biſhop Louth.) „Is it to bow down his 
<« head as a bulruſh, and to ſpread ſackcloth and aſhes un- 
der him? Wilt thou call this a faſt and an acceptable day 
c to the Lord?” The afflifting the ſoul for a day, which 
was afterwards forgotten; the bowing down the head un- 
meaningly like a bulruſh, without bumbling the ſoul, and 
ſubduing its inordinate affections; the ſpreading ſackcloth 
and aſhes under them, without mortifying their worldly 
laſts, were idle formalities and a OY of God. 


This nation may perhaps be thought to reſemble the Jews 
in ſome of the circumſtances alluded to by the prophet. As 
of late we have annually met upon this ſolemn occaſion, 
ſome of us may be ready to ſay with the Jews, © Wherefore 
c have we faſted, and thou ſeeſt not? Wherefore have we 
« afflicted our ſoul, and thou takeſt no knowledge? For ſo 
far have we been from obtaining a deliverance from our 
former difficulties, that new ones appear to be continually 
ſurrounding us: every year has regularly produced a freſh 
enemy. But let theſe cavillers ſeriouſly aſk themſelves this 
ſingle queſtion: Do they think it nothing to be ſo wonder- 
fully protected againſt the ſecret machinations and open 


violence of ſo many adverſaries? Then let them examine 


their own lives, and candidly determine, whether they have 
deſerved even that favour at the hands of God: whether their 
faſts were of that nature, as to merit protection; had ſuch 
A2 an 


- 
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an influence on their lives and conduct, as even to intitle 
them to exemption from puniſhment. 


To faſt, in the literal fignification of the word, means no 
more, than to abſtain from food for a longer time, than men 
uſually do, and is agreeable to their nature; and it is much 
to be feared, that too many are ready to annex the ſame 
idea to theſe ſolemn appointments, They think they have 
ſufficiently conformed to the ordinance, and performed their 
duty in an acceptable manner, if they formally attend the 
ſervice of the church, before they ſatisfy the cravings of 
hunger. We myſt mot be ſurprized, if ſuch faſts have little 
power to avert calamities, and procure us bleſſings. That 
faſt, which delivered the Ninevites from the deſtruction, 
that was threatened them by the preaching of Jonah, was 
eſſentially different from ſuch formalities. The ſcripture in- 
forms us, that the king commanded them to cry mightily 
unto God, and to turn every one from his evil way, and from. 
the violence that was in their hands. And God ſaw their 
e works, that they turned from their evil way; and God re- 
t pented of the evil, that he had ſaid, that he would do un- 

to them, and he did it not. (Jonah ; ili. 10.) 


The only circumſtance, that can render faſting acceptable 
to God, is its being made inſtrumental in promoting the ad- 
vancement of virtue and religion. We ſhould take that 
opportunity of humbling ourſelves before God, of confeſſ- 
ing our fins with the greateſt contrition, and of piouſly re- 
ſolving on an amendment of life. We ſhould determine to 
arch with the moſt exact r * ſecret — 

. 


CI? 
of all our actions, and carefully compare them with the 
rule of our duty, as fully laid down to us in the goſpel of 
Chriſt: we ſhould fcrupulouſly examine, in what inſtances 
We appear to have deviated from the purity of Chriſtianity 
by the commiſſion of wickedneſs or a neglect of duty, that 
may ſeem to have called down this dreadful vengeance of 
the offended Deity, as a juſt puniſhtnent of our perverſeneſs- 
and corruption: we ſhould humbly offer up our fervent. 
ſupplications to the Father of mercies for pardon and con- 
ciliation: and reſolve uniformly to adhere to our duty, not- 
withſtanding the ſuggeſtions of ſome favourite paſſion, that 
may incline us to exempt it from the nnn laws of : 
ROPE and religion. 


If we find, that our faſts have not n us all the 
advantages, we fondly expected from them; ſueh experience 
ſhould excite us to obſerve them with the greater ſeriouſneſs, 
to approach the ſanctuary with the greater contrition and 
humility of ſoul, to examine our actions with more rigorous - 
ſeverity, and to raiſe our affections. with the warmer devo-- 
tion to the Father of ſpirits. 


If God intends by our preſent difficulties to correct and 
reform us; there is reaſon to believe, that a few misfortunes - 
cannot produce an adequate effect. They muſt be very great 
and ſevere calamities, that can humble the pride, moderate 
the diſſipation, and reſtrain the liceneiouſneſs of a haughty, 
rich, and luxurious people. We complain loudly of a ruinous 
war, intolerable taxes, and univerſal poverty. But by what 
actions do we make it appear, that theſe eircumſtances have 
entered 


| 5 
entered deeply into our own hearts? Are we leſs extravagant 
in our pleaſures, leſs engaged in diſſipation, or more atten- 
tive to the buſineſs of our ſtations? The true anſwer, I fear, 
to theſe, queſtions would be ſuch, as we might well bluſh to 
acknowledge. | Temperance, Oeconomy, and Induſtry are 
not the prevailin g or favorite virtues of the preſent age. 


It i is, alas! to. be greatly lamented, that there ſabſiſts : a 
conteſt, in the heart of this country of a more fatal nature, 
than any war, it can poſſibly be engaged in: I mean, a con- 
teſt for ſuperiority among all ranks of men; which is aimed 
at, not by a cultivation of the moſt generous principles, and 
a ſteady perſeverance in the moſt praiſe-worthy conduct; but 
by the moſt unbounded extravagance, and the moſt wanton 
-prodigality. Hence ariſes the anxious ſtruggle: between the 
Nobility and Gentry, the one party endeavouring to excel, 
the other to equal, their rivals. Hence it is, that ſome, who 
have inherited from their illuſtrious anceſtors the moſt am- 
ple fortunes, and the moſt honourable titles, are obliged to 
ſubmit to the moſt humiliating circumſtances, and inſtead 
of making extraordinary exertions in the ſervice of their 
country, are in reality a burden to it. To this alſo may in 
part be attributed the bankruptcies, which happen in the 
mercantile world. How many infatuated traders by an 
awkward and unbecoming diſplay of their wealth endeavour 
to emulate the magnificence of princes, and by a clumſy 
prodigality diſſipate the property, that ſhould ſerve as a re- 
ſource againſt a fluctuation of trade, the depredations of ene- 
mies, and various other incidental lofſes! — The exceſſes of 
Shoſe,. who have moſt wealth, moſt tr ikingly exhibit the ap- 
. pearances 


„ 
pearances of prodigality; but it is, I fear, proportionably 
great and equally pernicious in all ranks; ſince the fatal am- 
bition of imitating their ſuperiors in a vain oſtentation 
pervades them all. 0 | 


The firſt duty i in the e of a faſt i is- an n inquiry: 
into our fins. - This the very nature of a faſt implies. It 
is a ſolemn acknowledgement of having heinouſly offended. 
our Creator and Redeemer, and of hearty repentance and- 
reſolution of amendment. If we proceed not thus far, our 
faſting is nothing, but the mockery of a day; and our formal 
humiliation is as inſignificant and worthleſs, as the nodding. 
of a bulruſh. But though to acknowledge and renounce: 
our ſins be our firſt duty on ſuch ſolemn occaſions, it is by. 
no means our only 'one. A negative character 1 is not the 
character to be aimed at by a chriſtian. He muſt not only 
forſake, what is evil, but alſo do, what is good: he muſt. 
aſpire to the attainment of poſitive virtue. 


To enumerate, 1 enlarge upon all the virtues, the 
foundations of which ſhould be laid or inereaſed in every, 
breaſt upon ſuch occaſions, would far exceed the limits of 
our diſcourſe. I ſhall content myſelf with recommending. 
one to your attention, which is particularly dwelt upon by 
the Prophet Iſaiah a few. verſes following the text, which, 
naturally ariſes from the preſent occaſion, and is forced pen, | 
our notice by ſome. recent events. 


« Is not this the Faſt, that I ben choſen?” ſays the Lord 


by the ap | © To- looſe the. bands of wickedneſs, and. 
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* 960 undo the heavy burdens, and to let the oppreſſed go 
4 free and that ye break every yoke? Is it not to deal thy 
«© head to the hungry, and that thou bring the poor, that 
ce are caſt out, to thy houſe? When thou ſeeſt the naked, 
* that thou cover him, and that thou hide not thyſelf from 
es thine own fleſh?” When in our afflictions we cry unto 
the Lord; when we pray unto him to ſhelter us from the 
evils; that furround us, and intreat him to turn our heavi- 
neſs into joy, and/our mourning into gladneſs; what diſpo- 
ſieion would beſt become ſuch humble ſuppliants? Is it not 
4 diſpoſition of teriderneſs and humanity, a ſympathetie feel- 
ing for the diſtreſſes of our brethren, and an earneſt defire 
to mitigate or remove them? This the Prophet . expreſily 
declared ; and this our reaſon readily aſſents to. It would 
itt beteme us to bas V7 to heaven for — from diffi- 
culties, wWHe we Gurſelves have no concern for the miſeries 


of our fellow creatures. 


Inn all times IP in all places there is a ſufficient number 
of diſtreſſed obfecls to excite: and exerciſe the compaſſion! of 
the opulent. Bat ſme fimes particularly abound in them; 
and fem calariities- more powerfully apply to the feelings 
of o ſouls, and demand our affiftance with irreſiſtible im- 
ty adden and unexpected misfortunes, which no 
ibm could foreſts” and guard againſt, and no manage. 
ment could prevent; an inſtantanedus tranſition from afffu- 
ence to poverty, from happineſs to miſery, through the in- 
fluence of Heaven, are circumſtances, that touch the moſt 
unfeeling Reärts; fince they tell them in the ſtrongeſt and 
on eier lang uege this lot of Damanity; inſtruct them by 


examples, 


n 
examples, more convincing than arguments, how unſtable 
are earthly riches, how uncertain is human happineſs, Eve- 
ry individual ſhudders for himſelf; well knowing, that the 
ſame hand, that afflicted others, may be ſtretched out over 
his own head. 


It 1s ſcarcely neceſſary for any of you to be informed, 
that what I now refer to, is the lamentable calamity, that 
lately overwhelmed our fellow-ſubjects in the Weſt Indies. 
The circumſtances attending it are too ſhocking to admit 
an adequate deſcription, and too well known to need an 
imperfect one. The moſt ſelfiſh muſt be able to convey to 
his mind ſome idea of the unparallelled horrors of that 
dreadful night, when all nature appeared to be ſhook from 
its loweſt foundations; when the livid flames, burſting from 
the clouds, ſucceſſively preſented the terrified inhabitants of 
that. devoted country with a tremendous view of the de- 
vaſtations of the hurricane, which the darkneſs of the night 
would otherwiſe have concealed : when every diſtinction of 


lich and poor was at once annihilated, and the maſter and 


the ſlave were alike expoſed to the. irreſiſtible fury of the 
jarring elements: when the leaſt thought of the intire de- 
ſtruction of all their property found no room in their breaſts, - 


who were ſurrounded by death in ſo many ſhapes, from the i} 


hurricane, and lightening, from the inundation of the ſea, 
| and the'r ruins of their dwellings.. 


Yet, ala this Seianion; dreadful as it was, little exceed. 
ed the proſpect, that followed. Freed from the terrors of 
nme death, they felt the miſeries of a lingering ex- 
| | B. iſtence. . 
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iſtence. The preſſure of poverty to thoſe, who till now had 
been uſed to affluence; the apprehenſion of famine to thoſe, 
who had hitherto been fed with delicacies and fared ſumptu- 
ouſly, was the gall of bitterneſs. One hope alone remained: 
the hope of aſſiſtance from the parent ſtate Kill ſupports 
their drooping ſpirits. Not that they promiſe themſelves a 
full reſtitution of all, they have loſt. The deſtruction of 
roperty was too general to ſuffer them to entertain the 
moſt diſtant expectation of it. Preſent relief is all, that can 
be afforded them. Parliament has generouſly ſet an exam- 
4 but much remains for individuals to perform. Too 
ar removed from us for perſonal application, they muſt truſt 
'to a bare recital of their miſeries, which pathetically ſpeak 
to every heart, that is not quite loſt to humanity, in the 
language of Job: Have pity upon me, have pity upon me, 
1 ye my friends; for the hand of God hath touched we. 
( J ob xix. 21.) | 


To be unwilling at any time to contribute ſomething to 
Ie relief of ſuch calamities would be unbecoming the cha- 
rafter of men and chriſtians; but to preſume to approach 
the throne of grace with ſuch flinty hearts; to apply to the 
compaſſion of the Father of all for deliverance from difh- 
culties, with ſouls inſenſible to the ſevereſt ſufferings of our 
fellow-chriſtians and fellow-ſubjects, would be the height 
of impiety; an impiety, which none, I hope, who now hear 
me, can be charged with being guilty of. On the contrary, 
I truſt, that All, who have it in their power, will draw out 
« their ſoul to the hungry, and ſatisfy the afflicted ſoul:” 


| that they will contribute . in proportion to their 
circum- 


* 

circumſtances, towards building the waſte places; that they 
may be called the Repairers of the breach, the Reſtorers of the 
paths to dwell in. Thus will they in the nobleſt manner 
anſwer the intention of this ſolemn appointment; and hav- 
ing thus reſolved, they may apply to the Lord, with an 
humble confidence of his granting their petition, that *our 
7 <_ may riſe in dn and our darkneſs be as the 
© noon day.” 
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